Introduction
What is your favorite story about success in philanthropy? One of my favorites is told by John
Barry in The Great Influenza: The Story of the Deadliest Pandemic in History:
Approximately 130 years ago, virtually no American medical schools required their applicants to demonstrate any qualification to gain admission-except the ability to pay tuition. Almost all medical schools were run as for-profit entities and were owned by faculty members. None had a regular requirement that students perform autopsies or see patients. Most doctors graduated from medical school after attending eight months of lectures. In 1870, even at Harvard, a medical student could fail four of nine courses and still get an M.D.
In 1873, Johns Hopkins, a New England Quaker, died and left instructions for the founding of a new type of university. Over the objections of the presidents of Harvard, Yale, and Cornell, the trustees of Hopkins' estate moved to create an American university modeled after the best universities in Germany, filled "with men consumed with creating new knowledge, not simply teaching what was believed. "
Johns Hopkins University opened in 1876, and its medical school opened in 1893. By 1900, with strong collaboration from the Rockefeller Institute (founded by John D. Rockefeller), American medical practice was starting to undergo major reforms. The Rockefeller Institute championed the idea that doctors must make research an active component of their practice. In 1904, the American Medical Association began to inspect medical schools. In 1910, with support from another foundation, the Carnegie Corporation of New York, a report was issued calling for the closing of 120 of the approximately 150 medical schools in the United States. Many medical schools were seen as "without redeeming features of any kind … [having] general squalor…clinical poverty" (Barry, .
By the time the United States entered World War I, the transformation was well under way, and the best medical schools in America were THE FoundationReview beginning to surpass the best in Europe in the quality and quantity of research and education (Barry, p. 35) . In less than 30 years, a small group of farsighted leaders, using ideas imported from other regions of the world and other fields transformed the teaching and practice of medicine.
This was done despite strong objections from the vast majority of practitioners of medicine and producers of medical doctors in America. In the beginning, it was done with virtually no public resources (Stauber, p. 91) .
Why is this story important? Stories help us to see what our norms are, what we hold up as success. John Barry's report is important in two dimensions. It demonstrates what I see as success in philanthropy: that is, the transformation of a critical institution in ways that benefited many and that expanded the common good, often over the objection of vested interests. It is also important because it illustrates how a sector (medicine) moved from craft culture to a professional one in a relatively short period of time.
I have spent most of the last 35 years working in philanthropy, as staff at four foundations and consultant at many more. Along the way I have been an active partner in many joint efforts. I have served on boards of infrastructure organizations and nonprofits. I have also worked in state and national government and in the private sector. So what follows are the reflections and opinions of an experienced practitioner, but not a scholar.
Question 1 -What Is Philanthropy?
For the purposes of this discussion, philanthropy is the pursuit of efforts designed to improve the systems that develop and fulfill individuals, families and communities. Philanthropy operates at many levels, from international to local, across public, private (for-profit), and nonprofit sectors.
Philanthropy is related to, but distinct from, charity (Figure 1 ). Charity focuses on reducing the impact of social dysfunctions, like poverty. Philanthropy seeks to address causes. Charity is a product of the Judeo-Christian-Islamic traditions that assume the poor will always be with us. Philanthropy is a product of social optimism and modernism, beginning in the 18th and 19th centuries.
Question 2 -What Is a Professional?
I first became interested in this as a question during the early 1980s. While a part-time graduate student, I read Burton Bledstein's The Culture of Professionalism: The Middle Class and the Development of Higher Education in America. Bledstein argued that professionalism became a great entry point into the middle class for many in the postCivil War period. Becoming a professional was linked to all three of Bledstein's characteristics of the middle class: "acquired ability, social prestige, and a life style approaching an individual's aspirations" (Bledstein, p. 5 provision of "technical competence, superior • skill, and a high quality of performance"; and "an ethic of service which taught that dedica-• tion to a client's interest took precedence over personal profit" (Bledstein, .
Being (or becoming) a professional was a way for those born outside of privilege to gain power and prestige. But it was done within a set of confining social rules that usually assured one's continued membership in and allegiance to that profession. Question 3 -Is Philanthropy a Profession?
Taking the criteria and applying it to philanthropy produces the following ( 4. A competent practitioner in philanthropy has to master a limited amount of esoteric knowledge, much of it related to Internal Revenue Service rules, rather than the norms of best practice. It is best that a program officer know the basic requirements of a "qualifying distribution, " "disqualified persons, " "tipping, " and the restrictions on "lobbying. " Most of the 5. While many foundation jobs require a degree, that degree is rarely in a proscribed field unless the funder works in a specific area like medicine, music, or scientific research.
6. Technical competence, superior skill, and a high quality of performance are all things I hear philanthropists discuss, long for, and often strive for. But this field has no systematic definitions, standards, or measurements for any of these. Whether the field should is discussed below.
7. In my experience, there is an ethic of service within most of philanthropy. The majority of those I know within this field, whether they be trustees or staff, grantmakers or grant implementers, are doing "the work" to make some aspect of the world a better place. Reasonable people can and do often disagree about means, but most I know in philanthropy are dedicated to ends that fall somewhere along the continuum of charity to philanthropy (see Figure 1 ). Leaders 1966 (Nevin, 1981 . Written by David Nevin for the Ford Foundation at the instigation of then-program officer Ed Meade, it was, for me, the first foundation-funded critique. Focused on Ford's $11 million rural Leadership Development Program that assisted approximately 700 nontraditional leaders, it was a summary report compiled by a journalist rather than a social scientist. I found it a powerful story of wisdom and hope, one that I have learned from throughout my career. Philanthropy does not have schools of thought, because we are process-based and approachbased, rather than theory-based. This makes philanthropy very focused on tools and status, rather than on a competition among dominant ideas.
Dimensions to the Practice
There are many dimensions that can be used to examine the practice of philanthropy. I have selected these three ( Figure 2 ) because they are This should be conceptualized in three dimensions, rather than two. THE FoundationReview critical to our understanding of how we do our work. The three are:
(1) philosophy -charitable to philanthropy;
(2) approach -technocratic to aristocratic;
(3) epistemology -science to wisdom.
Dimension 1, philosophy, has already been discussed earlier in this article. It focuses on the purpose of this sector, from reduction of suffering to elimination of the causes of suffering. Both are important.
Dimension 2, approach, is more complicated. Our culture struggles with the tension between merit by accomplishment and skill versus merit by ancestry and association. Nowhere is that tension more apparent than in philanthropy. In my experience, some foundations are aware of and thoughtful about these tensions; others are oblivious but not unaffected. We visited a dairy operation in Minnesota where the farmer was experimenting with rotational grazing, a technique where cows eat foliage in a small portion of a pasture and then are moved to a similar sized paddock, rotating across an entire pasture over time, and seasonal dairying, where cows are milked approximately two-thirds of the year then allowed to rest for the remaining third.
The presenting farmer talked at some length about the improved health of his cows and fields, with qualified and quantified indicators to support his argument. When it came time for the researcher to speak, he indicated that the results were promising for this farm but were not significant. The use of the word significant angered the farmer, who went on to make some disparaging remarks about the significance of researchers. In my early years in philanthropy, I believed in the goal of a scientific approach. Today, I see that great work can be done by wise program people if they have a clear vision and strategy, rigor and tenacity, support from courageous bosses, and the freedom to make mistakes and learn from them. We know how to learn as individuals and sometimes as foundations, but not as a field.
If you bring these three dimensions together, you start to get a sense of the operational complexity within the field. It starts to produce a MyersBriggs-like portrait of foundations and their variability. Who are the people you most admire in philanthropy? How would you place them on this three-dimensional matrix? Maybe they don't have a single intersection, but instead have a range of effectiveness that produces a zone or cloud. Zach Smith, a member of the Reynolds family and a board member at the Babcock and Z. Smith Reynolds foundations, was one of my early mentors. He was at an intersection of aristocratic, wisdom-based and philanthropy (most of the time). The matrix would have helped me to understand how he saw the world and how it might have differed greatly from his cousins, who were also on the board but more likely to be aristocratic, science-based, and charity-focused.
But we don't often discuss where our foundations fall in this three-dimensional space, and whether that place helps us to be more successful. As a metaphor, the marketplace has much to offer. As a model, I question the fit. But regardless, it must equally apply to grantmakers and grant users if it is to succeed. Grant users have to earn their ability to exist on a continual basis; funders do not. One of the major gaps we have not addressed as a field is how to create a set of incentives and punishments that apply equally across both supply and demand sides of the philanthropic equation.
In my experience, one of the greatest gaps in the area of learning and improving is our failure to examine the preconditions critical to the success of initiatives and individual grants. Often we seem to assume everything begins with a grant, which we know is wrong. It is like when we assumed schools alone could successfully educate children and make them ready for the next stage of their lives. Examination processes that ignore the preconditions influencing success make our efforts significantly less reliable.
Are we any more effective today than we were 35 years ago? I don't see much evidence, qualified or quantified, that we have made much progress here. If we are to progress as a field, we must move forward in this dimension. I believe that a rigorous "wise person" approach will get us further, faster. But I have no evidence to support that claim.
Part of our challenge may be that we have no shared definitions of success and of failure. Each of the world views suggested in Figure 2 may have varying norms for success and failure. This is another topic for debate in publications like The Foundation Review.
Outstanding Question 3 -How Do We Diffuse What We Learn?
Diffusion is critical to getting knowledge to scale and impact. If we cannot get new ideas to scale and to impact, we are doomed to be an ineffective and inefficient field. Learning without diffusion is as useful as a boat without water, a kite without a breeze, or seeds without a garden.
Diffusion does not occur without effort. Economic markets are good at some diffusion because the rewards are clear and the consequences of failure keep many bad ideas from wasting our time. But in social realms, diffusion is much more difficult.
Everett Rogers, in his classic Diffusion of Innovations, suggests there are four main elements to diffusion -an innovation, communication channels, time, and the social system (Rogers, 1995, pp. 10-35) . Philanthropy, for all of our thoughts about ourselves as "captains of innovation, " is absent from this seminal book. Maybe that alone should provide a very important lesson.
While our field has many innovations or is aware of them among our partner grant users, we have few communication channels or social systems needed to diffuse them.
It is easy for us, in an age of multiple communication channels and mass distribution, to assume it is true that the cream rises to the top or that if you build a better mousetrap, the world will beat a path to your door. But Rogers' book is filled with examples of innovations that were slow to diffuse or never did, or that failed in diffusion.
When I became the first president of the Danville Regional Foundation in 2007, I consulted five national foundations where I had access based on past interactions. People were very willing to meet and share what they knew. I asked each of the five for one thing -proven practices that are ready to be implemented and, when properly applied, have a high probability of demonstrating on-the-ground success in the economic and cultural transformation of the Dan River Region. I was open to proven practices in economic development, health, education, poverty reduction, or related areas. My goal was to demonstrate what success looks like in a region that had recently experienced much failure, including the loss of 10,000 jobs in seven years, the second highest childhood poverty rate in Virginia, and an obesity rate twice the state average
We would have loved some money from these national funders, but what I really wanted most were ready-to-go strategies. All five foundations do wonderful work, but only Annie E. Casey had appropriate strategies ready to go. So, we have taken their great work on earned income tax credits, formed a regional coalition of four nonprofits who were already doing a little in this area, Table 2 .
Variety of Dimensions of Diffusion -Charter Schools
For me, an innovation is not successfully diffused unless it gets to scale and gets to the ground. Sometimes successful diffusion gets to scale by a combination of local practice and state and national policy -for example, the spread of "charter schools" throughout the United States. This required many state and local school boards to change policy. But much of that policy change was pushed locally by parents who were dissatisfied with their public school options.
Funders that are focused on impact need to consider the variety of levels and changes in practice needed for successful diffusion. Working only at the national or local levels will rarely cause an innovation to get to scale or to the ground. It takes both. What I found most engaging about the conference was the way it represented a different world view than so many philanthropy conferences. I had a conversation with a leading philanthropy scholar a few months ago about how we might map various philanthropic approaches. He suggested that one axis along which various philanthropic world views fell should be labeled Constrained vs. Unconstrained. To this professor's way of thinking, "Constrained" philanthropy assumes that there are a set number of inputs we can use to create social impact. Our job is to optimize these inputs to create the most social value. "Unconstrained" philanthropy on the other hand believes there are an unlimited number of inputs and the range of potential outcomes has no bound.
To me, the SoCap conference represents Unconstrained approaches to social impact. Almost every session focused on questions of, "how might we build something that doesn't yet exist?" At many traditional, "constrained" philanthropy conferences, the sessions focus on identifying what the rules are and how we might best play by them.
Something's happening in philanthropy. Something important. SoCap seems to be drawing together a group of people who aren't interested in limits and are looking for ways to turn things up to eleven" (Stannard-Stockton, 2009).
Summary
The last 30-plus years have seen major changes in the field of philanthropy and there has been a significant level of continuity. We continue to struggle along the dimensions of philosophy (philanthropy to charity), approach (technocratic to aristocratic), and epistemology (science to wisdom). Today's debates are more vigorous and diverse than in the past. Much of the debate continues to be at a national level, even as a majority of grantmaking has local to regional flavor.
But for all the changes, we are still struggling with a set of core questions:
1. What are the dominant ideas or concepts that define our field?
2. How do we learn as a field? Are we becoming more effective in our work over time?
There is no learning unless there is a change in behavior. THE FoundationReview
How do we diffuse what we learn?
For several years I worked with ellery july at the Northwest Area Foundation. He argued that there is no learning unless there is a change in behavior. I think he is right. Extending the argument, there is no philanthropy, unless the activity gets to the ground, improving the lives of people, families and communities. We need to make more progress answering the core questions, if we are justify our continued privilege.
Conclusion
Philanthropy is not a profession, and it should not become one. We should be rigorous. We should learn from our work. We should help our partners and be helped by them. But a wisdomfocused approach may produce better results than a science-based one.
We must have systems that reward learning and diffusion, even as we struggle with our upperclass biases. If we do not create and maintain the systems that require us to learn and share so as to increase our impact, we will likely lose our government-and donor-provided franchise.
